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na chora haryam nacha raja haryam na bhatru bhajyam nacha bharakari 
vyaye krute vardhate eva nityam vidya dhanam sarva dhana pradhanam - 
Anonymous, Subhashita Ratna Bhandagara 

(It cannot be stolen by thieves, confiscated by kings, nor can it be divided among 
brothers. The more one shares it, the more it grows day by day. Scholarship is the 
foremost form of wealth.) 

rupayavvansampanna vishalakulasambhavaa 

vidyaheena na shobhante nirgandha iva kinshukahaa - Chanakya, Niti-Shastra, 
Chapter Three, Verse 8. 

(Irrespective of one being handsome, young, and high born, if one is bereft of 
education, one will not be appreciated just like a flower without fragrance is not 
valued.) 

Education is a social process. Education is growth. Education is not preparation 
for life; education is life itself - John Dewey 

1.1 Introduction 

HE and Other Stories of Raamaa Chandramouli consists of 28 short stories of varying 
length that give expression to his “own share of joy and grief in life” (Chandramouli). In 
a large majority of them, however, there is an unmistakable emphasis on the need to 
educate oneself and society the right way in order to render life a pleasant experience. In 
this article, therefore, attention has been devoted to an exploration of the theme of 
education in some of the stories. Raamaa Chandramouli perhaps has the best credentials 
to creatively deal with the various facets of education since he has been a college teacher 
all through his life and presumably developed a deep understanding of how education 
plays a key role in the life of individuals and communities in general. In some sense these 
stories can be viewed as echoing the hoary wisdom contained in the Sanskrit subhashitas 
serving as the epigraph of this article. They also invariably serve as inspirational tales 
moulding the minds of people - young and old - by underscoring the importance of 
education in their lives. 

2.1 The Sum and Substance 

“The Sum and Substance,” the opening story of the collection, treats the theme of the 
right kind of education and what wonders it works in life. Nirmala, after being suddenly 
and unceremoniously divorced by her husband Narasimham, educates herself so highly as 
to earn a Ph.D and become an Assistant Professor. In her view, 

Education alone can support one to lead a meaningful life, education also instills 
confidence, invests intelligence and fills one with wisdom; it gives one the 
strength to study the world around comprehensively. It in fact teaches one how 
and why to live. (Chandramouli 17) 



True to her belief and undaunted by adverse circumstances, she raises her son Chaitanya 
in an entirely unique manner, among other things, by exposing him to the world outside 
as part of his education (so very unlike the Buddha who was initially shielded from the 
ugly and unpleasant aspects of life). In doing so she seems to follow the advice offered by 
the educational philosopher John Dewey: give the pupils something to do, not 

something to learn; and the doing is of such a nature as to demand thinking, or the 
intentional noting of connections; learning naturally results” (Dewey 191). Chaitanya 
spares an hour everyday to go on what is described as a ‘study tour’ to learn what lessons 
he can from the real world. If it is a visit to the stadium one day, it is to the District 
Library another day. Yet another day, it is to the house of his friend whose father is a 
reputed lawyer, and so on. From each of these outings he learns valuable lessons which 
his school does not offer. From his visit to the District Library, for example, he learns that 
an intelligent person should not argue with others but keenly listen to them instead. 

Oh, I went to the District Library. While entering, I saw a group of friends; one of 
them was taking a class to the other three about world affairs. I could decipher that 
he’s talking of world politics. The fellow was continuing the same even when I 
came out of the library after an hour! What I understood was that the guy was 
more into flaunting his knowledge to draw attention for himself. Many indulge in 
such activities to while away their time. An intelligent person wouldn’t argue with 
others. Moreover, he talks less and listens more. Am I right, animal 
(Chandramouli 19) 

Even when he is at college, namely IIT-D, he embarks on a study tour of north India as 
part of his internship, and accumulates rich experience. This experience and the 
knowledge which proceeds from it, as in the case of the Buddha and Gandhi, determine 
for him his future course of action. He understands that he has been properly fashioned 
into a diamond, and his experience of life has given him a sense of duty to society. He 
thinks that he can beat society itself into shape in turn by entering politics and that way 
build a new world. 

If only we’ve just one real leader, s/he s enough to transform the country into a 
paradise! I decided to join politics and with honesty as my weapon I’m confident 
to create new history. I’m sure. I can salvage this country condemned to 
impoverishment; I’ll make miracles possible for the good of the country. I’m 
determined. (Chandramouli 23) 

This is so unlike his elder brother Kishore, who has been denied the sweetness of a 
complete life by his unthinking father, despite (purportedly) obtaining an MBA from 
Harvard and landing the job of CEO of a company! 

2.2 The School 

“The School” continues the theme of the right kind of education and how our education 
system does not equip young people with the necessary skills and knowledge to face life’s 
challenges. It does not liberate them from their limitations either. The story bases its 
message on the everyday happening of a sparrow building its nest inside the ventilator of 
a regular home inhabited by a couple and their little children. To the utter chagrin of the 
father the children are enamoured of the bird, its nest and the eggs inside it to the point of 
neglecting their studies. The eggs are hatched, and in good time the chicks are taught by 



the mother sparrow to fly away to their freedom. The young birds learn not just how to fly 
but to earn their food, and live on their own. However, the school the children attend does 
not teach them how to live, and so the children declare in their unspoilt innocence that 
they would not be attending school the following day onwards. 

They don’t teach us how to live, how to gather food there naanna... We’ll not go 
to school from tomorrow! (Chandramouli 74) 

The father is lost for words. He does not quite know what to say to the children: “ What do 
I answer? Where’s the answer? There isn’t one. I kept staring into the blank sky ” 
(Chandramouli 74). This is obviously not just the dilemma of one single father. It is faced 
by almost all the parents in India. The answer, however, was provided many decades ago 
by the eminent educational theorist Ken Robinson and his associate Lou Aronica. 

The fact is that given the challenges we face, education doesn’t need to be 
reformed - it needs to be transformed. The key to this transformation is not to 
standardize education, but to personalize it, to build achievement on discovering 
the individual talents of each child, to put students in an environment where they 
want to learn and where they can naturally discover their true passions. (Robinson 
& Aronica 238) 

In India there certainly is a grave need for complete transformation of the education 
system so that it nurtures creativity and helps children discover their own talents and 
passions. 

2.3 A Few Seas and a Pair of Eyes 

Yet another story which lays heavy emphasis on education and self-learning is “A Few 
Seas and a Pair of Eyes.” It is the story of a community of nomadic artists from 
Rajasthan, specialising in making Ganesh idols in Warangal. All eighteen of these 
families resolve to educate their children and abstain from alcohol and other social evils. 
It eventually results in something salutary. 

They all resolve that it’s education that gave them new lives, new thinking and 
instilled new confidence. Now, among the younger generation there’s a B.Com 
graduate, an M.Tech in Mechanical Engineering, one Diploma holder in 
Mechanical Engineering, a B.Sc and one who specialised in Design of Injection 
Modelling. (Chandramouli 101) 

Among them is Keshav Pande who obtains a B.Tech and phenomenally expands business 
for the community by implementing modern methods of production and marketing. They 
now live a comfortable life and will soon also get houses of their own. The message put 
forward by the story is that it is education which gives individuals and communities a 
new life, new thinking and new confidence. However, something seems to be amiss here. 
While it is true that this community of artists has gained a lot from formal education and 
prospered in material terms, the business they run, i.e. making of Ganesha idols with 
plaster of paris, is utterly unfriendly to the environment. Millions of plaster of paris 
Ganeshas dumped into water bodies every year across the country polluting water and 
adversely affecting aquatic life, and by extension the life of people as well. Perhaps the 
business in plaster of paris Ganeshas is symbolic of the various MNC businesses casually 



and callously degrading the environment and ultimately causing global warming. Keshav 
Pande is concerned about his community and its material prosperity but he has no idea of 
the environmental effects of his business. Education has certainly not given him social 
consciousness or environmental awareness. This state of affairs once again calls our 
attention to the right kind of education, an education which benefits society and the world 
in the long run. 

2.4 A Lull and an Awakening 

Education can also proceed from nature. “A Lull and an Awakening” depicts the 
awakening consciousness of a man when he has a happy communion with nature 
symbolised by the personified moon. The moon is engaged in the process of creation. It 
balances nature which human beings thoughtlessly destroy, and gets busy with 
reconstructing it. 

Yes, look at this forest, these mountains, and the sky snuggled under a blanket of 
stars...! Every night, I involve myself in the act of reconstruction.... All 
manifestations of Nature are the donors; they invest us with life, eternally. Come, 
come with me. (Chandramouli 203) 

The unnamed protagonist of the story learns from the moon how the moonlight, rivers, 
mountains, forests, snow and his own soul, in fact, just about everything in the nature - is 
a part of the process of creation. Creation, however, is a secret. It cannot be shared; it can 
only get revealed. He suddenly realises that he is engulfed by jnana (wisdom, 
enlightenment). The true import of the story is that nature constantly offers valuable 
lessons; it is for us to learn them, and benefit from them. 

2.5 Unlike Poles Repel 

“Unlike Poles Repel” too accords unmistakable emphasis to education in the wider 
context of society. It draws attention to the need to educate the masses about how they are 
being deprived of what is legitimately due to them as citizens of a democratic nation, how 
they are being exploited by unscrupulous people in positions of power, and how for that 
reason they should learn to question injustice. The protagonist of the story Shiva Rao, a 
university professor of mathematics to begin with, parts ways with his materialistic wife, 
gives up his well-paid job, and eventually becomes a full time activist fighting for the 
rights of the tribals in the forest. He first makes a deep study of their problems by living 
and working with them and understands how the tribal communities hardly benefit from 
the so called affirmative action programmes of the government and how instead the 
politicians and middlemen siphon off the money meant for them. MNCs, contractors and 
even environmentalists further add to their woes by carrying out or abetting 
developmental projects and mining for valuable minerals buried beneath the forest. The 
tribals feel helpless as they lack education and knowledge and therefore put up with 
exploitation and violence. Shiva Rao identifies the problem to be lack of education and 
determines to equip the tribals with necessary education and knowledge so that they 
would understand the reality prevailing around them and eventually find the courage to 
resist the forces responsible for their unenviable predicament. 



One has to sow the seeds of education, knowledge and the ability to ‘know’ their 
plight, the insight to see through other’ deception and the way of the world. 
(Chandramouli 108) 

His work results in awareness raising among the people about the nefarious activities of 
the people at the helm of affairs. In one such instance he sends a report to the World Bank 
detailing how much of the money it lends to the state government only fills the pockets of 
the politicians rather than help the people for whom it is meant. The report becomes 
available in the public domain and people spontaneously organize a movement against the 
wrongdoers involved. 

Shiva Rao’s activism and fearless advocacy of people’s rights make him a celebrity, but 
they also earn him countless enemies who finally eliminate him. He has, however, served 
his purpose in life - of educating and empowering the masses. They can now question 
injustice on their own by boldly confronting the perpetrators. 

2.6 He 

While all the stories discussed above emphasise the positive aspects of education, right or 
otherwise, and how people profit from it, the title story of the anthology “He” points out 
how the lack of education leads a young man called Raju astray and lands him in trouble. 

No way could Raju show any interest in studies; instead he turned into a wastrel 
and roamed scot-free around the coal wells in the Singareni belt. His eyes and 
vision began to stretch wider - with age his ‘hunger’ made him more restive; he 
understood that the body has other pressing needs beyond the need for food and 
water. He concluded that fire too flowed in his veins. He became an expert at 
deciphering what his body conveyed. Yet it confused him and in that state of 
perplexity he gradually sought gratification in trying different varieties of 
intoxicants, especially liquor to a point of turning him into an addict. 
(Chandramouli 224) 

Incidentally, this story reminds us of R.K. Narayan’s Railway Raju of the The Guide l ik e 
whom the protagonist Raju of this story, pays heavily for his wayward behaviour and 
lifestyle having not had the benefit of education. His life takes a turn for the worse, 
throwing him into the company of anti-social elements and mafia dons because, despite 
his mother’s persuasion, he consistently fails in examinations and falls behind in his 
studies. The girl he loves, called Julie, ‘dumps’ him for another man because, from her 
point of view, he is obviously not marriage material given his unappealing profile. 
Addicted to alcoholic drinks, he takes to thieving, especially chunks of coal from moving 
trains. 

Not that he is not aware of what is wrong with his life, but he simply cannot help it. It is 
almost instinctual with him. The author bestows on him a certain amount of interiority 
which humanizes him and activates our sympathy for him. He admits, presumably to his 
mother: 


Amina! I don’t want this life... I’m done with this drinking and this nefarious life! 
This is meaningless servility amma! It’s a wretched life of a wastrel! 
(Chandramouli 223) 



Yet, he is obliged by his instincts to act the way he does. Towards the end of the story, in 
an unfortunate attempt to steal chunks of coal from a moving train which for some reason 
suddenly gathers speed, he falls to his death. 

His speed and the speed of the train didn’t sync! Raju who should have landed 
atop the wagon hit himself on its edge and his head smashed against the iron bar 
of the wagon. Raju felt a lightning shock spread all over the body... In a wink he’s 
on the tracks, trapped under the running train. The train went at its determined 
speed. (Chandramouli 234) 

Like Narayan’s protagonist in The Guide , this young man too pays with his life for not 
shaping his life properly, and for not benefiting from the right kind of education. His life 
is a saga of missed opportunities, of omissions and commissions. Education could have 
given him an honourable career to pursue, earned him the love of Julie, and made his 
mother proud of him. The lack of it has only rendered him a burden to society, and 
ultimately driven to death. 

3.1 Conclusion 

As it should be amply clear from the foregoing discussion of half a dozen chosen short 
stories education, especially the right kind of education, plays a pivotal role in the 
enlightenment of individuals and in the advancement of civilization, while the lack of it 
exposes individuals and societies to innumerable weaknesses and many forms of 
exploitation. Education doubles as the software running the complex organism called 
man, and intricate machine called society. Without education knowledge could not have 
been generated, preserved and transmitted from generation to generation. India has a 
timeless tradition of formal education in the gurukula system. Education had however 
been the exclusive preserve of a few privileged communities for a long time. With the 
advent of democracy all that has changed. It is for the people to benefit from this situation 
and improve themselves in terms of knowledge and skills and help communities in need 
of support, and for the Indian society itself to rise to the next level and emerge as 
knowledge society. All through the ages, every society which had graduated as a 
civilization, invariably improved itself, without external help or support, and reached the 
pinnacle of success. A key element in scaling those heights has invariably been the right 
kind of education. India, poised as it does now on the brink of emerging as a world 
power, should urgently attend to the education of its people on a massive scale and 
empower them, and through them galvanize and revitalize the whole society. Raamaa 
Chandramouli’s stories underscore this point creatively and convincingly. 
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